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Abstract 
 
THE ECONOMY OF INDIFFERENCE 
 
By Nicholas Irzyk, MFA 
 
A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of 
Fine Art at Virginia Commonwealth University. 
 
Virginia Commonwealth University, 2014. 
 
Director: Ron Johnson, 
Assistant Professor/Administrative Director, Painting and Printmaking 
 
The following monologue examines the personal, cultural and ethical viability of 
 
abstraction in a contemporary painting practice, conducted on the eve of my thesis  
 
exhibition. 
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“The ordinary art made by the ordinary artist is likely to be painting.”1	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Cutting into the wall is more of a response to the site rather than a gesture that is formed 
from within the studio. The gesture itself is more important than the painting that I’m 
going to be making on it. “Untitled (Pantone Matching System Blankets)” (2013, fig. 1.) 
started the pipe working, I always go back to that Kippenberger quote2 where he talks 
about the network of painting and where everything is part of the painting, the wall, the 
floor of the gallery; the spaghetti the artist had the night before and more and more those 
pipes have become this weird physical manifestation of a network, it started with that 
kind of sad procession of blankets. Basically having it attached to the floor and the wall, 
like with the pipe paintings (fig. 2) that very much directly connect floor and wall, 
making that connection. 
The pipes are a ready-made object, and I don't connect what I’m doing as a readymade 
object. 
I don't think of its use function its existence as a piping conduit, I think of it as something 
totally different. 
It’s funny because in the exhibit I caught a good amount of people treating it as a 
handrail, I remember seeing people propping themselves up against it to look at 
paintings, to look at stuff that was on the wall. A lot of people didn't know that I put that 
there, that it was already there.  
It was a perfect integration to divide up the space, it was right in the center of the two 
additional walls, just this location read as being there, like that Robert Morris show, the 
grey objects, (Green Gallery, 1964) the whole idea was for it to appear that those pieces 
have always been there and that’s how we get to talking about that Guyton piece at the 
International (making a replica the service counter of the Carnegie Museum’s coat check 
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room), the context of that.  
 Especially with what I’m doing at the gallery where it is almost like the inside of the 
wall is always this kind of mysterious thing and then making that really evident.  
I found that Petzel/International connected piece (the wall mount plinth), one looked like 
it was always there and then the kind of cabinetry shoebox cubbyhole piece that was 
always there and then transporting that, making a copy of that for the Petzel show, 
making it out of actual veneer, there's something about the gesture of making it real but 
obviously it's a duplicate, its a better duplicate.  
It’s the same thing with the other pieces in that show, those paintings that were exactly 
the same size as the walls, there was no wall anymore, there was just painting. 
And then you look at the paintings, and they themselves have a track of distance or time, 
those were the runoffs from other paintings that he'd made  
I feel like that got closer to what a digital image is, it's like full occupation of the space, 
like in a computer or a screen you can always maximize it and totally fill, the kind of 
depth on your window is erased when it's "full screen." 
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fig. 1 “Untitled (Pantone Matching System Blankets)”, Digitally printed fleece blankets, grommets, zip ties, 
galvanized aluminum, 2013  
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fig. 2 “Untitled”, mixed media on galvanized aluminum, 2014 
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The cut outs are going to be painted on site, that’s the biggest question that I'm trying to 
answer, or not answer but question maybe more of how much paint do these things need, 
do they need any paint at all, I’m already abstracting the whole system by excising these 
chunks of wall, from the wall. 
 
One of my first favorite artists was Gordon Matta-Clark. In a lot of ways  
I feel Clarky. 
 
At times there is a violence that I’m interested in, of the gesture being very blunt. There's 
this golden umbilical cord to the process, I can't take the painting too far, I can explode it 
out a little but it's still connected. The larger wall section is going to be probably about a 
foot out from the wall so there's going to be a foot maybe a little less than a foot gap in 
between the painting and the wall so from there you'll be able to see the piping, it will be 
visible too also the reverse piping on the other side, there's the two other smaller 
paintings on the other side, like 30"x38" so it'll be front and back. 
 
They aren’t going to be perfect rectangles either, its going to be pretty jagged, they are 
paintings but I want them to be detached, the whole detachment idea is the biggest part of 
it…they are but they aren’t. 
 
If painting only needs a wall to be painting then collapse the two. Let’s take a look at the 
most important aspect of the network and blow it forward, like Ortega’s camera. (fig. 3) 
There’s a power involved but it only gets the painting out a little bit, it’s stuck in limbo. If 
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it got fully removed it would still need the wall to exist, if it was leant, or another wall. 
It’s just making this connection actual with dull materials. The drywall and plumbing 
pipes, they make the house. They’re everywhere and underneath everything. They are the 
networks of architecture. 
 
 
fig. 3 Damian Ortega, “Olympus”, Two metal structures, 26 plastic sheets holding a sectioned photographic 
camera 24 ¾” x 83 1/8” x 19 7/8”, 2009 
 
 
Do I call these paintings? or wall exorcisms? 
With painting where else can it go? You can rethink sculpture as functional or video as 
entertainment but it’s near impossible to suck the art out of painting. 
It’s stuck in this art ghetto; it's this shorthand to be art. 
I've employed performance before in relation to 2D images, but the endpoint, the result is 
always the object; it always remains. In that line of thinking painting is always a 
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performative action. With this work that I'm doing, I'm painting it on site so that will be 
palpable. It’s the embarrassment of painting in public. 
 
I think of them as paintings, or I mean as far as I can think of them they are, I mean there 
is something…there are parts of the painting, like really basic ideas, really basic 
components of painting that I’m investigating. I’ve broken it down for myself where 
there is seven sides of a painting, there's the front of a painting, the back of a painting, 
and then the bottom, the top, the two peripheries, so I guess it's six…those spaces have 
always been the source of a lot of investigation. My paintings are always very conscious 
of how they meet the wall and even with the laser cut pieces, that was a way to very 
much so find this space in between, more metaphorically than literally, but to find a space 
in-between the front and the back of a painting where the burning of the laser, it melds 
the two together. The gesso, the linen, the paint itself kind of fuse into this weird drawing 
that is kind of excavating a bit, it's a neither here nor there space; it’s a fusion of the 
totality of the mediums. Especially with the image that goes on top, like the surface being 
so flat and the back of the painting being so flat. 
That relates things more to an image like the peripheries of the painting, you can't really 
see the top and the bottom of the painting for the most part, but the peripheries are where 
they announce themselves as paintings, more so than the front, the front is super slick. 
I'm in favor of a more prosaic way of approaching art, Chris Martin is really in-line, 
where it’s a more democratic way of thinking about it, there’s this recent interview3 with 
him where he talks about elephants making paintings now, like if you stick a brush in an 
elephants trunk and give it a canvas it'll paint it or whatever, and some of the paintings 
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are pretty good, and so he says if elephants can make good paintings then why would 
anyone go to Yale? And his whole thing; whole idea of painting as a sociological thing, 
of not being this privileged thing but it's just something that people do, like how many 
paintings are made in one day? It’s a staggering thing to think about. Does it matter if 
they are good?  
 
 
 
My approach to painting, most of my thinking in making an abstract painting or art in 
general is based on this idea of universality, and the impossibility of it. Like a succinct 
understandment of it in anyway, so I've always used really basic symbols. It's always 
been circles or immediately recognizable building blocks. So in a way I think some of it 
becomes basic. I’ve had that come up in a studio visit, where at the very end of it after it 
was this back and forth of me saying something and him clarifying it then me clarifying 
that or whatever, kind of like "with the work that you’re doing you're totally evading 
criticism.” That’s been a part of my thinking to make things as kind of blank as general. 
And it’s not an act of abdication; it’s a conscious emptying out to reinforce the painting’s 
attachment to its own allegory. It becomes as autonomous as it can be. When there’s no 
other allegory needed for viewing and understanding it doesn’t need an audience. It’s 
indifferent. 
 
I love that Stella quote4, y’know. 
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It is and it is and it isn't. Especially with the symbols I've been using more so lately, 
there's the star and the handprint (fig. 5), those two are two repeatables and there's the 
brush mark, so there are three components,  
 
The star, it's a perfect symbols in a lot of ways no matter which way you turn it it's still a 
star, you can't get away from it, like with a circle no matter what way you turn it it's 
always a circle, it doesn't turn into a diamond or anything. 
 
An "m" turns into a "w" if you turn it upside-down. 
 
It’s the most propagandistic of all symbols, how many emblems of national identity have 
stars on them. It’s a symbol of allegiance. 
Well what am I pledging my allegiance to? Or is the viewer pledging allegiance? Is it to 
painting? Is it to myself? Or is it to this totally empty gesture? 
The star also has a ton of iconographical, mythical, religious sub text as well, 
The handprint comes back into play too; they're both these faint symbols or very 
elementary symbols of biology, at least as we as humans can understand it. They’re also 
extremely specific, like every star is a sun for some system, some solar system, or it has 
its place; it's like an anchor. The same thing with a handprint, it is evidence of an 
individual, but there are no same handprints. But they're also extremely ambiguous, same 
thing with a star. The fact that they are five sided too, that was the initial impulse of 
working with them, like what else has five points? What’s the counter point to this shape?  
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The star is kind of stupid, you put a star on something, especially with the big “Untitled” 
painting on canvas (fig. 1) that one just has stars sprinkled across it, its dumb and really 
ham-fisted. The connection between a star and a handprint is really ham fisted too. But at 
first it’s a little dim but there's a correlation between the two. The way I've been working 
with both symbols, they become a kind of camouflage just with the way that I paint them. 
They blend together; it amplifies the idea of the individual in relation to ambiguity. 
 
fig. 5, “Untitled” oil and acrylic on linen, 2014 
 
There is the intrinsic idea of abstract painting attempting to exist outside of reality, of it 
not attaching itself to anything representational and to some extent I'm doing it with this 
symbology, this semiotics. If you are an abstract painter, you are painting 
representationally and that being from other paintings, and that’s impossible to get 
around. We always attach representation to things to better understand so that always 
comes out, where to try and clarify an abstract painting is either in relation to another 
abstract painting or to fashion or something where the abstract formula has been utilized 
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in a practical sort of way. So I'm in the language of abstract painting, but that’s the 
language, it is a dead language like Latin.  
 
The evasive quality is a by-product of it, a by-product of my interest. Abstract painting 
can be a representation of cultural malaise, and that’s something I very much do believe 
in. My crisis is that I don't have a crisis, complacency is my crisis, and what’s more 
complacent than abstract painting? It is practiced complacency and that starts to form 
some sort of economy in its own right, and where the bigger gesture of criticality comes 
into play. It’s redundant to speak of the overwhelming presence of the Internet. The 
exposure to vast libraries of information. History has become closer. The linearity of time 
is broken up. We have access to ideas and styles that were unattainable, at least harder to 
access. This has had a huge impact on culture as a whole. Nostalgia needs to be 
redefined. Written off as being a culture obsessed with irony as it’s main coping 
mechanism, instead can be seen as a culture of meta-sincerity. An individual is not bound 
by today, one riffles through the Rolodex5 of cultural history to find connections. But the 
opportunism of information is undercut by the influx of fear brought on by worldwide-
heightened security. The post 9.11 American and European landscape is distrustful. Just 
as the hyper connectivity of technologies has brought the world closer it remains hesitant 
and skeptical, the adverse side of the infinity of the web is the violence of anonymity. 
These factors neutralize each other.  
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There are links between these things, there’s evidence between abstract painting and 
economics, an economy of doubt, actually being reflective of my cultural climate. It 
creates its own form of currency based on the currency of past systems of meaning in the 
lexicon of art history*. It’s not exclusive to abstraction per se but it’s more so intrinsic 
than in any other mode of artistic operation. One could say that all abstract painting has a 
respective economy but that’s not saying that all abstract painting is about economy.  
 
 
 
I'm more interested in the breadth of something than the 
individual product; the whole is the product. Abstract painting is 
one of the biggest commodities in the art market right now its 
important to conflate that currency, to make a shit ton of them, if 
its all based on scarcity, then inflate it. That becomes an inversion 
of value systems. The double inherent economical properties of 
abstract painting make it the most viable means to engage in the 
discourse on cultural value. That’s a foundation. 
 
Art is the only institution that welcomes the open ended questioning of its relevance all 
the time, and no other institution has that every other institution is followed 
unquestioned, and it profits from that question and that’s an amazing paradox. There’s 
this great Zizek quote6 that it’s easier for people to imagine the end of the world or the 
extinction of the human race than it is to imagine a world free of capitalism. That’s how 
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stiff it is. 
There’s an analogy, and that’s what art is,  
 
I think maybe the whole market thing applies two-fold, where I have a personal market, 
and I'm inflating things by working fast but that’s just the way that I work, I have to work 
through things materially, I need to make it physical for me to work through it, I can't just 
illustrate things in my head then illustrate them in person. 
 
……… 
 
 
 
 
I view painting in the same light as the multiple, and is hugely important on the way that 
I look at painting, the lens that I see it through, this idea of the multiple is not for 
dispersion sake but its multiplicity is a way of reading something, Its for working sake, 
for art in general, it's never done. And that was what attracted me to printmaking, this 
idea that I can get it right once, but how many other times can I get it right using the same 
language? Like with digital printing and screen printing and laser cutting. The underlying 
possibility of it not being perfectly replicatable but of it being recreated.  
 
 
It comes directly out of the idea of printmaking too, the whole history of printmaking is 
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very economically charged, its very democratically rooted. 
The only thing that I can hope to do as an artist now is to be true to myself and true to my 
generation. That’s kind of as honest as I can get with myself, you know? I can't make big 
bold epic paintings if I don't feel big bold and epic, that’s why the paintings are small and 
scrubby. If I don't have something figured out then I'm not going to have a painting that 
appears figured out, that’s how I feel about certain artists like Krebber or Kippenberger. 
It’s a very emotional connection, if it’s a painting it's already romanticized, it is already 
this thing that we all love but that we are very suspicious of it, we’re always trying to 
expand it. Defeating the painting given a certain gesture or degrees of unresolvedness that 
becomes this paradox that has always struck me like "that's it!” I feel that, it's reflective, 
but you can't make it anymore, or doesn't have the same…it's become stylized so how 
else do you do that? In a lot of ways that’s where this project comes into play.  
My ethic lies in getting it (the work) done to the extent of being able to get the point 
across. The linen is totally trying to bump up the other aspect, the other side of being, 
giving this fake clout, that’s been a big decision that started with the laser engraved 
paintings, where it was more toothy once the laser hit it, it created this other surface 
where with canvas it didn't work out that way, it's stronger, structurally, it's more tightly 
woven so it can withstand me blasting it with a laser over and over again. But the 
decision to not paint the sides of the painting, and to let the gesso just ooze over it, there’s 
a certain controlled factor, like I don't let the paint ooze over the side of it, a certain 
amount of controlled surface work that never wraps around to the edge. It pronounces the 
surface even more, there's never any dimensionality to the paint, it's always very flat and 
that’s when you get to the edge. Then you see the un-treatedness and see where the 
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importance lies, it all lies on the surface, and in that way it becomes more so an image. 
 
I think that transportability or whatever, that has a lot to do with normally my scale of 
paintings; how they're really small and they do kind of become jpegs, they're easy to ship, 
I can put em in a backpack.  
Its funny I feel like all my practice is about that backpack; I'm serious, in a weird way 
that becomes this other body. 
It has become a marker for what I can and can't move you know, so it has become some 
sort of kangaroo pouch or something, some other part of my body, it controls how much 
food I get, it controls what materials I schlep around,  
I've never really hit a wall with it though there’s never been a point where I'm like this is 
too much. I've always almost gotten there but there’s a weird mental thing I think maybe 
I'm always assessing things in terms of the volume of my backpack.  
 
Well it's an extension, like today schlepping around those 2x4s, I used this as a satchel 
and it took all the weight off me, man I could've gone three more miles…. 
 
 
……. 
 
 
 
I'm not interested in solving problems I'm more into making problems, and that’s what 
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painting does, that’s what contemporary painting does, it makes problems obvious. Effect 
is in the procedure. When I silk screen an image and I move over three inches and turn 
the screen over 30 degrees while the first image is still wet and I pull another one, the 
frame of the stretcher leaves an impression on the previous one that I just printed, so it 
leaves a line, and those effects are what I'm after, it doesn't start and end with one pull, 
it's just a part of the whole dance. 
Similarly with drawing I’ll put watercolor on cardstock until it buckles, until it can’t 
handle the medium. Digitizing it, the photography of the scanner highlights the ripples, 
concretizing them. The finished drawing gets printed on linen; it’s a quick trompe l’oeil 
that props the painting up. Painted marks are a psychological language after and before 
text. It has ontological emotive qualities as an object.  
 
 
………. 
 
 
Material usage is a huge indication of ethics and in painting, especially abstract painting, 
it's really ethical. In what material people choose to use and what form those materials 
take, real scrubby brushstrokes versus something very meticulously painted thing, those 
become two different ethical standpoints of what painting is or what painting means or 
how to get to a gesture. That’s like the journey of the image of how to get to the endpoint. 
I think attitude is definitely part of that I think both are forms in and of themselves but 
I'm also susceptible to certain painting that I've seen. I may have seen it at a very 
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important time in my life where it struck me and stuck with me so I am kind of a sucker 
for brushy, fast, aggressive, awkward painting, but I think I just identity with that on an 
emotional as opposed to something that has a very meticulously done, or clearly labored. 
But that’s not a hard and fast rule its hard to put a blanket rule on it, you know, painting 
is painting a good indication of that is if an elephant made a painting can it be good?  
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“…only by immersing oneself in the spectacle of les 
merchandises that a critical position can be found.” 2 
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*My use of the phrase economy or economics in regards to an artist’s practice refers to the creation and 
management of expressions, ideas or elements that become repertoire’d by a continual investigation, which 
then (by automatically being entered into the discourse of art) these expressions, ideas or elements are 
assigned an amount of cultural value. This value system utilizes a kind of reverse economical approach we 
are used to; traditionally speaking degrees of scarcity is the judgment of value, but in an economy of the 
artist the repetition or abundance of an artist’s “goods” forms a characteristic style or signature. For 
example Pollack’s skeins and all-over compositions hold a great deal of cultural weight due to their 
obliterating effect on established ideas of composition, among others. Dutch painter Daan van Golden’s 
“Study Pollack” series (1996-2006) isolates, enlarges and carefully repaints specific moments taken from 
classic Pollack’s. Van Golden’s gesture reexamines the value system surrounding the late Modernist by 
slowing down the action in action painting to a very laborious crawl. Van Golden’s practice from the early 
nineties to current times is highly important in discussing the semiotics of painted abstraction’s history. His 
works make clear contemporary painting’s unavoidable reliance on gestures that (at one point were 
“original”) have become the hegemonic language of painting (cliché’s).  
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